ro4 A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITISH ARMY
II. the campaign in the Low countries, 1793-1795
The various powers composing the First Coalition were,
when England added herself to their number, anything but a
happy family.   The two greatest, Austria and Prussia, were
consumed by mutual distrust and jealousy over the question of
the fate of Poland ; Spain, Sardinia and the minor German
states were weak and corrupt;   and Holland was apathetic,
one might almost say disaffected towards the common cause.
At the opening of the campaign of 1793 the Allied armies
in  the  Netherlands,  comprising in  all  some 60,000  men,
were drawn up along the southern frontier, with their main
strength north of Valenciennes, in face of that of the enemy
entrenched in a position covering that fortress.   The French
army, weaker in numbers and under a divided command, was
widely dispersed along a line from the Sambre on the right to
Dunkirk on the left in an attempt to cover every possible avenue
of invasion open to the Allies, who, on their part, were little
less scattered.   The latter possessed a fighting machine un-
doubtedly .superior to that of their adversaries, but the methods
of making* war held in honour among them were such as to
preclude any serious attempt to exploit this advantage; their
leaders could conceive of nothing beyond a steady and method-
ical advance through the fortress barrier guarding the approaches
to the heart of France, and a strict limitation of the objectives
of each successive step.   This strategy played into the hands of
their adversaries by granting them the needed respite to restore
their armies to the high standard of efficiency attained before
the Revolution came to ruin discipline and undermine morale.
The forces in British pay, numbering in all 27,000, of whom
at the outset some 20,000 were German mercenaries, arrived
at Tournai in April, the Duke of York being in chief command.
Coburg, the Austrian generalissimo, had already drawn up his
plan of campaign, which involved an advance of the main army •
against the French entrenched camp before Valenciennes, the
flanking of the fortress barrier at that point, and the capture of
the strong places to the east of it.   Once these preliminaries
had been accomplished a decisive advance on Paris might be
safely undertaken, and in any case the Allies would have gained
real advantages.   Unfortunately, the British Government felt
the need of acquiring some tangible gain which it might
present to its people as an early and adequate result of our
military effort in the Netherlands, and in an evil hour it was
agreed that after the capture of Valenciennes, the British
contingent should be permitted to possess itself of Dunkirk.
This ill-advised decision went far to ruin what might well

